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September 9, 1982 

Dr. John A. Fuerst 
Department of History 
University of Queensland 
St. Lucia 4067 
Queensland, Australia 

Dear Dr. Fuerst: 

I was very pleased to see you address the history of "reduc- 
tionism in molecular biology" in Social Studies of Science. MFIX 
Delbruck's idiosyncratic views about "complementarity" were al- 
ways quite puzzliny to me. They would be even more so if I did 
not see occasional manifestations of a similar strain of thought 
amongst other physicists -- including, for example, my  predeces- 
sor Dr. Frederick Seitz (quotation enclosed). I have received 
similar communications from Eugene Wigner. 

The physicists were of course very deeply shaken by indeter- 
minacy 50 years ago; biology during the 50s and 60s did, I suppose, 
have to leave some room for the potential inadequacy of physical 
and organic chemistry as a sufficient level of explanation. 

The only point that I might question about your account -- 
. . . . . . a tender one -- is how little such deprecation of bio- 
chemistry prevented them from welcoming the biochemists like Seymour 
Cohen... 

Cohen might speak rather more eloquently about the frustrations 
that he and other chemists encountered in their efforts to interest 
Delbruck in their line of approach. Lurid, and especially Hershey, 
were of course far more facile with, and receptive to, molecular 
biochemical techniques. To that extent it is probably something of 
an over-simplification to talk about A  "phage group". Especially 
after 1952 there was substantial dissrdence in the experimental 
approaches actually used by the different investiqators. 

.#'" I was also interested i ,attributions to Jacques Loeb at The 
Rockefeller Institute as a mainspring of mechanistic thinking,at a 
t ime when this was more an article of faith than concrete accom- 
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plishment in biological investigation. Whether Avery needed particu- 
lar support in this respect is an interesting question; and I wish 
our archives could say more about Loeb's influences on Avery's 
thought. 

In his History of The Rockefeller Institute, Corner reminds US 
that its faculty also embraced Alexis Carrel: (See p.31 enclosed) 

I learned something about "reductionism" as an operating program 
in my  conversations with Yehuda Elkana some years ago. An avowed 
reductionist in principle, for many years, I despaired that we would 
be able to penetrate the actual complexity of living systems at a 
molecular level within my  own lifetime. I was excited and inspired 
by Arthur Kornberg's courage in his determination to see how far 
pure enzymology could 90 in penetrating to the very core problem of 
genetics: the molecular mechanisms of DNA replication! Until then, 
my  working strategies in experimental investigation might not have 
been readily distinquishable from those of an avowed "anti-reduction- 
ist"! Confidence in what is pragmatically achieveable, at a given 
stage in the development of a science, should probably be given as 
much prominence in the analysis of intellectual influence as the 
eschatological principles. 

I believe that my own convictions on these matters were not far 
different from the main stream of physiologically oriented biologists 
from the mid-40s on. It was for that very reason that I put so much 
emphasis on the achievements on the structure of DNA, rather than my  
own investigations, in my  Nobel Lecture "A View of Genetics" given 
in 1959. I thought the time had arrived to put a closure to any 
pessimistic restraint about the potential scope of physicochemical 
investigation. You will see other manifestations of that pragmatism 
in a few other writings that I also enclose. 

To recapitulate, I would say that more than most historians you 
have understood the complexity of thinking of what went on within 
the "phage group"; but even so, that story remains to be properly 
told from the perspective of some of the "outsiders" like Seymour 
Cohen. If you look carefully at Al Hershey's comments -- and he is 
always careful to be polite -- you will see still further evidence 
of that complexity. The platform of our perspectives may well also 
account for the controversy between Gunther Stent and myself as to 
just how far and how well Avery's findings in 1944 were understood 
by his contemporaries. It is all the more remarkable (as I learned 
just lately) that Roy Avery promptly discussed the famous letter,he 
had received from his brother,with Max Delbruck when they were both 
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on the Vanderbilt campus: and that this was received with consider- 
able and sympathetic interest on Max Delbruck's part. 

My remarks about the complexity of thought within the "group" might very well 
apply to the not always consistent strains of thinking that we all 
entertain as individuals as well. 

Please treat these remarks as a private correspondence for the 
time being. In due course I will have constructed them more care- 
fully for the record. 
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